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to live in dignity under free and honest gov-
ernments. We believe that people who live
in freedom are more likely to reject bitter-
ness, blind hatred, and terror, and are far
more likely to turn their energy toward rec-
onciliation, reform, and development.

There can be no peace for either side in
the Middle East unless there is freedom for
both. Reaching that destination will not be
easy, but we can see the way forward. Now
the parties must take that way, step by step,
and America will be the active partner of
every party that seeks true peace.

Thank you very much.

NoOTE: The President spoke at 10 a.m. in the Rose
Garden at the White House.

Statement on the Centennial
Anniversary of the National Wildlife
Refuge System

March 14, 2003

One hundred years ago, President Theo-
dore Roosevelt signed an Executive order
that established America’s first wildlife ref-
uge in Pelican Island, Florida. His foresight
and leadership have resulted in the world’s
largest network of dedicated lands to protect
and manage a vast array of wildlife.

America’s National Wildlife Refuge Sys-
tem spans 95 million acres of conservation
lands and waters. With more than 540 ref-
uges, there is a wildlife refuge within an
hour’s drive of every major city across Amer-
ica. More than 400 national wildlife refuges
are open to the public, offering a variety of
outdoor activities—including fishing, hunt-
ing, environmental education, wildlife obser-
vation, and photography—and making them
special places for Americans to discover the
wonders of nature. Many refuges offer addi-
tional opportunities for nature hikes, bird
tours, wildlife drives, and other activities.

Our wildlife refuges have played a vital
role in conserving and recovering our coun-
try’s wildlife and vibrant natural resources.
To maintain and improve our wildlife ref-
uges, more than 34,000 volunteers gener-
ously donate more than 1.3 million service
hours every year. These volunteers carry on
the service inspired by Paul Kroegel, the vol-
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unteer who encouraged President Roo-
sevelt’s Executive order in 1903.

I have requested a $26 million increase in
the wildlife refuge system’s budget for FY
2004. This request is on top of the historic
$56.5 million budget increase requested for
this year. Congress also recognized the im-
portance of the refuge system by including
$51 million of the request for 2003 in the
recently enacted Omnibus Appropriations
Act. Americans are proud of their wildlife
refuge system, and we remain committed to
continuing President Roosevelt’s legacy.

Proclamation 7653—National Poison
Prevention Week, 2003

March 14, 2003

By the President of the United States
of America

A Proclamation

More than 40 years ago, President John
F. Kennedy signed into law National Poison
Prevention Week. The annual observance of
this week continues to help American fami-
lies learn how to protect their children from
accidental poisonings.

Every year more than one million children
under 5 years of age are exposed to poisonous
household chemicals and medicines, and an
estimated 30 children die as a result of these
accidental poisonings. Almost every child
poisoning could be prevented. The death of
even one child from poisoning is too many
and for this reason, Poison Prevention Week
Council members representing 37 national
organizations coordinate events each year to
raise awareness of childhood poisonings and
to encourage preventative steps that all
Americans can take to protect the lives of
our children.

The theme of this year’s National Poison
Prevention Week, “Children Act
Fast . . . So Do Poisons!” reminds parents
that they always must be watchful when
household chemicals or drugs are stored and
used. Many incidents occur when adults are
using a product and are distracted for only
a brief time. Unfortunately, it only takes a
moment for a small child to grab and swallow
something that could be poisonous. To guard
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